Using tomography to diagnose occult ankle fractures.
To determine the incidence of occult ankle fractures and to determine whether an ankle effusion identified radiographically correlated with the presence of an occult fracture. Attending physicians in the emergency department of a university hospital prospectively identified patients with acute ankle injuries that produced ecchymosis or edema over two or more major ligaments of the ankle. Plain radiographs of these patients demonstrated ankle effusions without fractures. A consecutive sample of patients with acute ankle injuries was selected. Thirty-six of 1,151 patients were eligible to enter the study; 2 of these patients subsequently were excluded from the data analysis. All eligible patients underwent plain ankle tomography at 3-mm intervals in the coronal and sagittal planes. The types and frequencies of occult ankle fractures identified on plain film tomography were noted. The distention of the ankle joint capsule of enrolled patients was measured to determine if the degree of effusion correlated with the presence of an occult fracture. The minimum incidence of occult fractures in the general population with ankle injuries was 1%. Twelve of 34 patients (35%) with acute, severe injuries had occult fractures. Depending on the size, an effusion was correlated with the presence of an occult fracture in 35% to 85% of the study population. Plain film tomography should be used when evaluating ankle injuries if both edema or ecchymosis over two or more stabilizing ligaments and radiographic evidence of an effusion are present simultaneously.